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Labelling, Deviance and Media  
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OVERVIEW  
Labelling theory is a perspective that emerged as a distinctive approach to criminology 
during the 1960s, and was a major seedbed of the radical and critical perspectives that 
became prominent in the 1970s. It represented the highpoint of an epistemological shift 
within the social sciences away from positivism – which had dominated criminological 
enquiry since the late-1800s – and toward an altogether more relativistic stance on the 
categories and concepts of crime and control. It inspired a huge amount of work throughout 
the 1960s and 1970s, and still resonates powerfully today. This short chapter maps out 
some of the ways in which labelling, deviance, media and justice interact at the levels of 
definition and process. It presents an overview and analysis of key mediatised labelling 
processes, such as the highly influential concept of moral panics. It discusses how the 
interconnections between labelling, crime and criminal justice are changing in a context of 
technological development, cultural change and media proliferation. The conclusion offers  
aŶ assessŵeŶt aŶd eǀaluatioŶ of laďelliŶg theoƌǇ͛s loŶg-term impact on criminology.  
 
THE ROOTS OF THE LABELLING PERSPECTIVE 
The labelling perspective emerged at a time of radical intellectual change in the 1960s. The 
intellectual problem, as labelling theorists saw it, was that the study of crime had narrowed 
into two key questions: 1) why do they do it? and 2) how do we stop them from doing it? 
Government bodies and fuŶdiŶg ageŶĐies ƌeiŶfoƌĐed the ŶotioŶ that ͚theǇ͛ ǁeƌe diffeƌeŶt 
fƌoŵ ͚us͛, aŶd that ͚Đƌiŵe͛ ǁas eŶtiƌelǇ distiŶĐt fƌoŵ ͚ĐƌiŵiŶal justiĐe͛. Such thinking had laid 
foundations for the resurgence of a sepaƌate aĐadeŵiĐ disĐipliŶe of ͚positiǀist ĐƌiŵiŶologǇ͛, 
which functioned as policy science of crime, the criminal and crime control. There was an 
assumed consensus over what constituted crime, and the operations of criminal justice 
were seen as of interest only in terms of making them more effective in controlling crime. 
Yet nobody appeared to be asking why some behaviours were deemed criminal in certain 
contexts, while others were not. And why some people were deemed deviant and in need of 
correction or punishment, whilst others – who engaged in similar behaviours – were not.  
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Though Durkheim had discussed the problematic definition of crime in the late 19
th
 century 
(Durkheim  1895/1964: 69-72), and scholars such as Frank Tannenbaum, George Herbert 
Mead and W. I. Thomas had been writing more or less directly about labelling processes 
since the 1930s, it is Hoǁaƌd BeĐkeƌ͛s (1963) Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance 
that has become the best known and most influential statement of labelling theory. Building 
on the theoretical foundations of social constructionism and symbolic interactionism, 
Becker sought to problematise systematically precisely those questions that mainstream 
͚ĐoƌƌeĐtioŶalist͛  criminology  left unexplored. He argued (1963: 14), ͚The saŵe ďehaǀiouƌ 
may be an infraction of the rules at one time and not at another; may be an infraction when 
committed by one person, but not when committed by another; some rules are broken with 
impunity, others are not. In short, whether a given activity is deviant or not depends in part 
on the nature of the act (that is whether or not it violates some rule) and in part on what 
otheƌ people do aďout it͛. 
Understanding the highly selective nature of labelling, the equally selective nature of the 
social reaction to which it may or may not give rise, and the consequences for those who 
are labelled, required analysing complex and contested power relations as both micro-
interactional and macro-social processes. For Edwin Schur (1979: 160, italics in original) , the 
labelling perspective is thus concerned with ďoth ͚definition and process at all the levels that 
are involved in the production of deviant situations and outcomes. Thus, the perspective is 
concerned not only with what happens to specific individuals when they are branded as 
deviant ;͚laďeliŶg͛ in the narrow sense) but also with the wider domains and processes of 
social definitions and collective rule-making that frequently lie behind such concrete 
applications of negative labels͛.  
Key questions for labelling theorists therefore include: How are labels created or socially 
constructed? How are labels imposed? How and why do particular behaviours become 
defiŶed as ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ oƌ ͚deǀiaŶt͛? What enables labellers to impose their particular 
definitions upon behaviours, actions and situations? How does the labelling process work 
and with what consequences? 
 
KEY ISSUES/CONTROVERSIES 
Labelling, Media and Crime 
The mass media play at least a subordinate role in all the major theoretical perspectives 
attempting to understand crime and criminal justice. To illustrate this, the predominant 
theories of crime can be assembled in a simple model. For a crime to occur there are five 
logically necessary preconditions, which can be identified as: labelling; motive; means; 
opportunity; and the absence of controls (Reiner 2007: 80-90). The media potentially play a 
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part in each of these elements, and thus can affect levels of crime in a variety of ways (Greer 
and Reiner 2012: 256-61).  
 
Labelling  
Foƌ aŶ aĐt to ďe ͚ĐƌiŵiŶal͛ ;as distiŶĐt fƌoŵ haƌŵful, iŵŵoƌal, aŶti-social, etc.) it has to be 
labelled as such. This involves the creation of a legal category. It also requires the 
perception of the act as criminal by citizens and/or law enforcement officers if it is to be 
recorded as a crime. The media are an important factor in both processes, helping to shape 
the conceptual boundaries and recorded volume of crime.  
The role of the media in helping to develop new (and erode old) categories of crime has 
been emphasized in most of the classic studies of shifting boundaries of criminal law within 
the ͚laďelliŶg͛ tƌaditioŶ. BeĐkeƌ͛s (1963) seminal book Outsiders analysed the emergence of 
the Marijuana Tax Act in the USA in 1937, emphasizing the use of the media as a tool of the 
Federal Bureau of Narcotics and its moral entrepreneurship in creating the new statute. 
Since this pioneering work many studies have illustrated the crucial role of the media in 
shaping the boundaries of deviance and criminality, by creating new categories of offence, 
or changing perceptions and sensitivities, leading to fluctuations in apparent crime (Young, 
1971, Cohen, 1972, Hall et al, 1978). Foƌ eǆaŵple, ‘ogeƌ Gƌaef͛s Đeleďƌated ϭϵϴϮ flǇ-on-the-
wall documentary about the Thames Valley Police was a key impetus to reform of police 
treatment of rape victims (Greer and Reiner 2012: 256). This also contributed, however, to a 
rise in the proportion of victims reporting rape, and thus an increase in the recorded rate. 
Many other studies document media-aŵplified ͚Đƌiŵe ǁaǀes͛ aŶd ͚ŵoƌal paŶiĐs͛ aďout laǁ 
and order (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 2009 ).  
What all these studies illustrate is the significant contribution of the media to determining 
the apparent level of crime. Increases and (perhaps more rarely) decreases in recorded 
crime levels are often due in part to the deviance construction and amplifying activities of 
the media .  
 
Motive  
A crime will not occur unless there is someone who is tempted, driven, or otherwise  
ŵotiǀated to ĐaƌƌǇ out the ͚laďelled͛ aĐt. The ŵedia featuƌe iŶ ŵaŶǇ of the ŵost commonly 
offered social and psychological theories of the formation of criminal dispositions. Probably 
the most influential sociological theory of how criminal ŵotiǀes aƌe foƌŵed is MeƌtoŶ͛s 
version of anomie theory (Merton 1938/1957), echoes of which are found in more recent 
work (See Special Issue of Theoretical Criminology 11/1 2007; Reiner 2007: 14-5, 84-5). The 
media play a key role in these accounts of the formation of anomic strain generating 
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pressures to offend. The media are pivotal in presenting for universal emulation images of 
affluent life-styles, which accentuate relative deprivation and generate pressures to acquire 
ever higher levels of material success regardless of the legitimacy of the means used.  
Psychological theories of the formation of motives to commit offences also often feature 
media effects as part of the process (Greer and Reiner 2012: 247-62). It has been claimed 
that the images of crime and violence presented by the media are a form of social learning, 
and may encourage crime by imitation or arousal effects. Others have argued that the 
media tend to erode internalized controls by disinhibition or desensitization through 
witnessing repeated representations of deviance (). 
 
Means  
It has often been alleged that the media act as an open university of crime, spreading 
knowledge of criminal techniques. This is often claimed in relation to particular causes 
célèbres oƌ hoƌƌifiĐ Đƌiŵes, foƌ eǆaŵple duƌiŶg the ϭϵϱϬs͛ ĐaŵpaigŶ agaiŶst crime and horror 
comics . A notorious case was the allegation that the murderers of Jamie Bulger had been 
influenced by the video Child’s Play 3 in the manner in which they killed the unfortunate 
toddler . A ƌelated liŶe of aƌguŵeŶt is the ͚ĐopǇĐat͛ theoƌǇ of Đƌiŵe aŶd ƌiotiŶg . Despite a 
plethora of research and discussion, the evidence that this is a major source of crime 
remains weak.  
 
Opportunity  
The media may increase opportunities to commit offences by contributing to the 
development of a consumerist ethos, in which the availability of tempting targets of theft 
proliferates. The domestic hardware and software of mass media use––TVs, videos, radios, 
CDs, personal computers, mobile phones––are the common currency of routine property 
crime, and their proliferation has been an important aspect of the spread of criminal 
opportunities.  
 
Absence of controls 
Motivated potential offenders, with the means and opportunities to commit offences, may 
still not carry out these crimes if effective social controls are in place. These might be 
external––the deterrent threat of sanctions represented in the first place by media made 
criminality the police–– or internal–– the still, small voice of conscience––what Eysenck has 
called the ͚iŶŶeƌ poliĐeŵaŶ͛.  
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A regularly recurring theme of respectable anxieties about the criminogenic consequences 
of media images of crime is that they erode the efficacy of both external and internal 
controls. They may undermine external controls by derogatory representations of criminal 
justice, for example ridiculing its agents, a key complaint at least since the days of Dogbery, 
resuscitated in this century by the popularity of comic images of the police, from the 
Keystone Cops onwards. Serious representations of criminal justice might undermine its 
legitimacy by becoming more critical, questioning, for example, the integrity and fairness, or 
the efficiency and effectiveness of the police. Negative representations of criminal justice 
could lessen public cooperation ǁith the sǇsteŵ, oƌ poteŶtial offeŶdeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶ of the 
probability of sanctions, with the consequence of increasing crime.  
Probably the most frequently suggested line of causation between media representations 
and criminal behaviour is the allegation that the media undermine internalized controls, by 
regularly presenting sympathetic or glamorous images of offending. In academic form this is 
found in the psychological theories about disinhibition and desensitization, which were 
referred to in the section above on the formation of motives . In sum, there are several 
possible links between media representations of crime and criminal behaviour which are 
theoretically possible, and frequently suggested in criminological literature and political 
debate. In the next section I will review some of the research evidence examining whether 
such a link can be demonstrated empirically.  
 
Labelling, Media and Moral Panics  
The successful labelling of a particular situation or set of conditions as deviant and in need 
of amelioration ĐaŶ, iŶ the eǆtƌeŵe, ƌesult iŶ ͚ŵoƌal paŶiĐ͛. The term was first used by 
Young (1971) in his study of subcultures and drugtaking. Cohen (1972) developed and 
extended the concept in his analysis of the sensationalistic, heavy-handed and ultimately 
͚dispƌopoƌtioŶate͛ ƌeaĐtioŶ to the Mods aŶd ‘oĐkeƌs distuƌďaŶĐes iŶ aŶ EŶglish seaside 
resort in 1964. Though the damage was in financial terms minor, Cohen traces the spiralling 
social reaction through initial intolerance, media stereotyping, moral outrage, increased 
surveillance, labelling and marginalisation, and deviancy amplification leading to further 
disturbances that seemed to justify the initial concerns. The flamboyant misbehaviour of 
youth subcultures, independent and sexually and economically liberated, affronted the 
post-War values of hard work, sobriety and deferred gratification. At a time of rapid social 
change, they were a visible index of a world that was slipping away – ͚folk deǀils͛ ǁho 
provided a crystallising focus foƌ soĐial aŶǆietǇ aŶd ͚ƌespeĐtaďle feaƌs͛. Cohen used the 
building blocks of labelling theory – social constructionism, symbolic interactionism, 
deviancy amplification, social psychology –  but also incorporated the lesser known 
aĐadeŵiĐ liteƌatuƌe oŶ ͚disasteƌ ƌeseaƌĐh͛ to desĐƌiďe the ǀaƌious phases of a ŵoƌal paŶiĐ – 
warning, impact, inventory, reaction – and chart its progression.  
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Hall et al. (1978) politicised the concept by locating it within a broader political economy 
perspective in their analysis of a ͚ŵuggiŶg͛ ŵoƌal paŶiĐ which, they argued, was constructed 
to address an escalating crisis in state hegemony. Drawing from an eclectic mix of 
influences, their account connects ͚new deviancy theory, news media studies and research 
on urban race relations with political economy, state theory and notions of ideological 
ĐoŶseŶt͛ (Mclaughlin, 2008: 146). For some critical criminologists, it represents the high 
point of Marxist theorising about crime, law and order and the state. Whilst fully 
acknowledging the sophistication of this work, Cohen (2011) has nonetheless noted a wider 
tendency to over-politicise the concept at the expense of its sociological meaning and 
application. Hall (2007) has suggested in response that politicisation was a necessary 
developmental stage, and that the full explanatory potential of the moral panic concept 
was, in fact, only realised through its construction as ideology.  
Goode and Ben-Yehuda (2009) deǀeloped CoheŶ͛s disĐussioŶ of ŵoƌal paŶiĐ ďǇ paǇiŶg 
particular attention to the criteria that should be in place before it can be suggested that a 
͚ŵoƌal paŶiĐ͛ is oĐĐuƌƌiŶg. TheǇ ideŶtifǇ fiǀe keǇ featuƌes of the pheŶoŵeŶoŶ: ;iͿ concern (a 
reported condition or event generates anxiety); (ii) hostility (the condition or event is 
condemned and, where there are clearly identifiable individuals who can be blamed, these 
are labelled as ͚folk deǀils͛Ϳ; ;iiiͿ consensus (the negative social reaction is widespread and 
collective); (iv) disproportionality (the extent of the problem and the threat is poses are 
exaggerated); (v) volatility (media attention and the associated panic emerge suddenly and 
with intensity, but can dissipate quickly too). Media are central to all of these.  
͚Moƌal paŶiĐ͛ is oŶe of the ŵost ǁidelǇ used teƌŵs iŶ the soĐiologiĐal aŶalǇsis of Đƌiŵe aŶd 
justice, and has transcended academic discourses to become commonplace in political 
rhetoric and popular conversation (Altheide, 2009). Given its prolific usage, it is surprising 
that few commentators have subjected the concept to sustained and rigorous critical 
investigation. With the split in the criminological left in the late-1970s, the concept was 
disŵissed ďǇ Left ‘ealists as ͚left idealisŵ͛, aŶd aĐĐused of oďfusĐatiŶg the paiŶful ͚ƌealities͛ 
of ĐƌiŵiŶal ǀiĐtiŵisatioŶ ďǇ pƌopagatiŶg the ǀieǁ that ͚the Đƌiŵe pƌoďleŵ͛ is soĐiallǇ 
constructed (Young, 1979). In exploring the anatomy of the concept, critics have queried the 
ŶotioŶs of ͚dispƌopoƌtioŶalitǇ͛ aŶd ͚ǀolatilitǇ͛: the first, since this assumes a superior 
knowledge of the objective reality of the issue against which the reaction is measured, and a 
ĐoƌƌespoŶdiŶg assuŵptioŶ of ǁhat a ͚pƌopoƌtioŶate͛ ƌeaĐtioŶ ǁould look like . The seĐoŶd, 
because in a contemporary multi-media world characterised by ontological insecurity and 
state of a permanent free-floating anxieties, the notion of discreet, self-contained, volatile 
moral panics may need some rethinking (McRobbie and Thornton, 1995). Cohen has 
responded to all of these criticisms. But such critical interventions, both from within and 
outside of criminology, have barely interrupted the general tendency to arbitrarily apply the 
ĐoŶĐept to eǆplaiŶ eǀeƌǇthiŶg fƌoŵ gloďal ǁaƌŶiŶg to ͚“ǁiŶe Flu͛. The ďƌoadlǇ uŶĐƌitiĐal 
application of the moral panic concept has led Garland (2008) to reassert two elements of 
the original analysis, which are absent from many contemporary studies: (i) the moral 
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dimension of the social reaction – most issues can be moralised, but many are not in and of 
theŵselǀes ͚ŵoƌal͛, aŶd ĐaŶŶot autoŵatiĐallǇ ďe aŶalǇsed as suĐh; and (ii) the idea that the 
deviant conduct in question is somehow symptomatic of a wider problem – a threat to 
established values, or a particular way of life. Struggles over the power to label and to label 
effectively via media discourses, of course, remain fundamental to the moralisation of 
paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ ͚soĐial pƌoďleŵs͛, the ideŶtifiĐatioŶ of folk deǀils, the peƌsuasiǀe ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶ 
of threats to particular forms of social existence, and the prescription of ameliorative action.   
 
Labelling and Trial by Media  
Another way in which the news media are directly involved in labelling is the phenomenon 
of ͚tƌial ďǇ ŵedia͛ (Greer and McLaughlin 2011, 2013). ͚Tƌial ďǇ ŵedia͛ can be defined as a 
dynamic, impact-driven, news media-led process by which individuals – who may or may not 
be publicly known – aƌe tƌied aŶd seŶteŶĐed iŶ the ͚Đouƌt of puďliĐ opiŶioŶ͛. The taƌgets aŶd 
pƌoĐesses of ͚tƌial ďǇ ŵedia͛ ĐaŶ ďe diǀeƌse, aŶd ŵaǇ range from pre-judging the outcome of 
foƌŵal ĐƌiŵiŶal pƌoĐeediŶgs agaiŶst ͚uŶkŶoǁŶs͛ to the ƌeleŶtless puƌsuit of high-profile 
celebrity personalities and public figures deemed to have offended in some way against an 
assumed common morality.  
Despite their clear diǀeƌsitǇ, suĐh ͚tƌials͛ shaƌe ĐeƌtaiŶ Đoƌe ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐs. IŶ eaĐh Đase, the 
news ŵedia ďehaǀe as a pƌoǆǇ foƌ ͚puďliĐ opiŶioŶ͛ aŶd seek to eǆeƌĐise paƌallel fuŶĐtioŶs of 
͚justiĐe͛ to fulfil a ƌole peƌĐeiǀed to lie ďeǇoŶd the iŶteƌests oƌ Đapaďilities of formal 
institutional authority. Due process and journalistic objectivity can give way to 
sensationalist, moralising speculation about the actions and motives of those who stand 
aĐĐused iŶ the Ŷeǁs ŵedia spotlight. JudiĐial sĐƌutiŶǇ of ͚haƌd eǀideŶĐe͛ Ǉields gƌouŶd to 
͚ƌeal tiŵe͛ disseŵiŶatioŶ of disĐlosuƌes fƌoŵ paid iŶfoƌŵaŶts aŶd heaƌsaǇ aŶd ĐoŶjeĐtuƌe 
fƌoŵ ͚ǁell plaĐed souƌĐes͛. “iŶĐe the Ŷeǁs ŵedia suďstitute foƌ the pƌoseĐutioŶ, judge aŶd 
jury, the target may find themselves rendered defenceless. The default position is ͚guiltǇ 
uŶtil pƌoǀeŶ iŶŶoĐeŶt͛. Those found ͚guiltǇ͛ ǁill ďe suďjeĐted to ƌighteous ͚ŶaŵiŶg aŶd 
shaŵiŶg͛ folloǁed ďǇ ĐaƌŶiǀalesƋue ĐoŶdeŵŶatioŶ aŶd ƌidiĐule. The puďliĐ appeal of ͚tƌial 
ďǇ ŵedia͛ is eǀideŶĐed ďǇ iŶĐƌeased circulation and web traffic . And by no means is it 
restricted to the British press.  
Thus, in recent years police commissioners, senior politicians, banking executives and, in the 
UK, the entire political establishment, as well as countless members of the public who are 
suspected of, but not yet charged with, any range of alleged criminal activities, have been 
subjected to mediatised scandal and trial by media (Greer and Mclaughlin 2010, 2011, 2012, 
2013). The results of such high-profile labelling and public shaming, depending on the 
target, can range from deep and lasting reputational damage, public apologies, high-level 
resignations, radical political reform or criminal proceedings. 
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Labelling, Media and Criminal Justice  
Powerful organisations and institutions tend to hold a distinct advantage in defining the 
nature of reality as represented via news media. Despite considerable variation in 
theoretical and methodological approach, decades of research has confirmed that the 
institutionally powerful enjoy privileged positions as ͚pƌiŵaƌǇ defiŶeƌs͛ at the top of the 
͚hieƌaƌĐhǇ of ĐƌediďilitǇ͛, aŶd that a pro-establishment perspective is structurally and 
culturally advantaged, if not necessarily guaranteed in news media representations (Ericson, 
et al. 1991; Hall, et al. 1978). Historically, then, the power to label has tended to rest more 
or less firmly in the hands of those who command institutional authority. There is good 
evidence to suggest, however, that with the proliferation and diversification of media in 
recent decades, the power of iŶstitutioŶal authoƌitǇ to effeĐtiǀelǇ ͚defiŶe hoǁ thiŶgs aƌe͛ 
and set the terms of public debate, is becoming increasingly contested and unstable.  
In a digital multi-media age, a proliferation of news platforms, sites and formats has been 
paralleled by a rapidly expanding array of news sources and producers of content, leading to 
the creation of an unprecedented amount of potentially newsworthy information, and a 
remarkable number of ͚news spaces͛ in which to broadcast/publish it. In the process, 
increasingly sophisticated, interactive news audiences are reconstituted as consumers – 
once content to be told what the news is, now increasingly interested in being part of the 
production process. Armed with cellphones, Blackberries or iPhones, all citizens are 
poteŶtial ͚ĐitizeŶ jouƌŶalists͛. A photo can be taken on a mobile phone, tweeted on 
Twitter.com, picked up by other users, and disseminated like a virus online. Internet 
monitoring by mainstream news media outlets means that dramatic amateur photographic, 
audio or video content can become headline news. Citizen journalism has been instrumental 
not only in providing newsworthy images, but also in defining the news itself – in shaping 
representations of key global events. From the police brutality against Rodney King filmed 
by camcorder in Los Angeles in 1991, to the 7/7 London bombings of 2005, to Hurricane 
Katrina, street protests in Tehran, and the Haiti earthquake, many of the defining images 
that Ŷoǁ foƌŵ a keǇ paƌt of the ͚offiĐial ƌeĐoƌd͛ of eǀeŶts ǁeƌe takeŶ ǁith hand-held 
recording devices and posted on social media sites. The emergence of the citizen journalist 
carries significant implications for official institutions that would seek to control the 
representing of crime and justice in the news. This phenomenon has been seen as a 
significant modification of existing power relations, offering what has been called 
͚sǇŶoptiĐoŶ͛ ;MathieseŶ ϭϵϵϳͿ , pƌoǀidiŶg the ŵass of the population with some potential to 
record elite deviance. 
The poliĐe ĐaŶ Ŷo loŶgeƌ siŵplǇ ͚deŶǇ out of eǆisteŶĐe͛ incidents of police violence in public 
protest situations, since these are ever-more likely to be captured on camera and broadcast 
to the world (Greer and Mclaughlin 2010, 2012). The same can be said of governments that 
would engage in larger scale abuses of their people and seek to conceal this from 
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international scrutiny. And politicians or public officials, who may previously have fiddled 
expenses, taken bribes, engaged in illicit affairs when they should have been attending to 
the affaiƌs of state, haǀe all ďeĐoŵe ŵoƌe ͚ǀisiďle͛ aŶd, thus, ŵoƌe ǀulŶeƌable to public 
exposure, labelling, trial by media, and mediatised justice.  
The democratisation of public iŶǀolǀeŵeŶt ǁith the Ŷeǁs pƌoduĐtioŶ pƌoĐess, aŶd the ͚Ŷeǁ 
ǀisiďilitǇ͛ (Thompson, 2005) to which institutional and state authority are continually 
suďjeĐted, aƌe alteƌiŶg the dǇŶaŵiĐs of ͚ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ poǁeƌ͛ that shape ouƌ ĐoŶstƌuĐted 
realities. Of course, citizen journalists are neither automatically nor naturally imbued with 
Đultuƌal oƌ offiĐial authoƌitǇ: theǇ aƌe Ŷot ͚authoƌised kŶoǁeƌs͛, ǁho ĐoŵŵaŶd aĐĐess to 
ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ Ŷeǁs ŵedia ͚as of ƌight͛. Theiƌ positioŶ iŶ the ͚hieƌaƌĐhǇ of ĐƌediďilitǇ͛ is eŶtiƌelǇ 
precarious and contingent. Media access is not granted because of who citizen journalists 
are, but rather because of where they are and what they have. Their credibility and 
autheŶtiĐitǇ as Ŷeǁs souƌĐes deƌiǀes fƌoŵ theiƌ ĐapaĐitǇ to pƌoǀide ͚faĐtual͛ ǀisual eǀideŶĐe 
of ͚liǀe eǀeŶts͛ ǁhiĐh, iŶ a ŵulti-platform news media market, constitutes an important and 
cost-effective resourĐe foƌ ͚ŵakiŶg Ŷeǁs͛. Nevertheless, citizens are becoming increasingly 
involved in the processes of public labelling and social construction that determine what, 
and who, is defined as honest or corrupt, competent or incompetent, legitimate and 
illegitimate, compliant or deviant. As such, they are centrally involved in the reconfiguration 
of notions of ͚Đƌiŵe͛ aŶd ͚justiĐe͛ iŶ ŵulti-media worlds.  
 
Labelling Theory: Evaluation and Critique 
The labelling perspective has transformed criminological theory and practice since the 
1960s. It has made many permanently valuable contributions, above all the recognition of 
criminal law and justice as problematic research areas, that shape at least as much as they 
control crime. Criminology conferences and textbooks today devote as much attention to 
research on and analysis of criminal justice, from a non-correctionalist standpoint, as they 
do to the study of offending, a legacy (albeit often unrecognised) of labelling theory. The 
two sub-fields that the authors of this chapter have spent most of their careers researching 
(policing, and media representations of crime/criminal justice) were almost entirely absent 
fƌoŵ ĐƌiŵiŶologists͛ ageŶdas uŶtil the ϭϵϲϬs, aŶd the ƋuestioŶs ƌaised then by labelling 
theorists. The problematic character of crime statistics, now universally recognised, is 
another contribution of labelling theorists. These impacts reflect the labelling perspective, 
but its influence is largely unacknowledged, and the developments have come to be taken 
for granted and domesticated within mainstream criminology.  
What is more questionable is the imperialistic version of labelling theory that was 
trumpeted in its heyday, and made large claims about itself as offering a total theory of 
crime. This grandiose version of labelling theory originated and flourished as the criminology 
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of the 1960s counter-culture, and could only be plausible as a general theory in that 
context. 
The imperialistic version claimed that concepts of crime were entirely relative and 
dependent on perceptions and labelling. It further suggested that labelling and social 
reaction were the principal explanations of crime and deviance. These claims are epitomised 
by two frequently cited quotes from key architects of the perspective. The relativity  
asseƌtioŶ is Đaptuƌed ďǇ BeĐkeƌ͛s stateŵeŶt that ͚deǀiaŶĐe is Ŷot a ƋualitǇ of the aĐt… ďut of 
the appliĐatioŶ… of ƌules aŶd saŶĐtioŶs͛ (Becker 1963). The explanatory power of labelling is 
asserted most explicitly by Lemert: ͚Oldeƌ soĐiologǇ teŶded to ƌest heaǀilǇ upoŶ the idea 
that deǀiaŶĐe leads to soĐial ĐoŶtƌol… ;TͿhe ƌeǀeƌse idea i.e. that soĐial ĐoŶtƌol leads to 
deviance, is equally tenable and the potentially richer premise for studying deviance in 
ŵodeƌŶ soĐietǇ͛ (Lemert 1967). 
Both claims have some validity, but the exaggerated imperialistic versions, postulated by 
Becker, Lemert and others, were neither new, nor true without considerable qualification. 
Criminology before labelling theory (and indeed even nowadays) often took the concept of 
crime for granted. But its problematic character had already been emphasised by Durkheim 
and others. Seeing the making and enforcement of criminal law as a part of criminology was 
indeed acknowledged by some criminologists long before the labelling revolution. Moreover 
it was assumed by criminal lawyers, both in textbooks and judicial decisions (Proprietary 
Articles Trade Assn. v. Alt. Gen. for Canada [ 1931 ] AC at 32, per Lord Atkin). Legal scholars 
had studied the emergence and change of criminal laws long before the advent of labelling 
theory (e.g. Hall 1935/1952). Recognising the historical and social diversity of what precisely 
is criminalised at different times and places (Reiner 2007: Chap.2; Lacey and Zedner 2012) 
does not entail complete relativity. As Hart suggested persuasively, there seems to be a 
͚ŵiŶiŵuŵ ĐoŶteŶt of Ŷatuƌal laǁ͛, aĐtiǀities that aƌe ƌegulated iŶ all soĐieties ďeĐause theǇ 
are conditions of viable social existence, even though the precise content and manner of 
proscription and sanctioning is variable (Hart 1961: Chapter IX, Part II).  
The recognition of labelling as a cause of crime was also not entirely new, and had been 
anticipated even by some criminologists in the positivist tradition (most explicitly Wilkins 
1964, whose concept of deviance amplification in turn influenced labelling theorists). Whilst 
it is the Đase, as Leŵeƌt Đlaiŵs, that ofteŶ ͚soĐial ĐoŶtƌol leads to deǀiaŶĐe͛ it is disputaďle 
ǁhetheƌ it is the ͚ƌiĐheƌ pƌeŵise foƌ studǇiŶg deǀiaŶĐe͛. Leŵeƌt͛s Đlaiŵ ƌests oŶ the 
assumption that ͚seĐoŶdaƌǇ deǀiaŶĐe͛, which follows labelling, is more pervasive and 
pƌoďleŵatiĐ thaŶ ͚pƌiŵaƌǇ deǀiaŶĐe͛, which precedes it. But this is an empirical question 
that is likely to vary in different times and places, and with regard to different kinds of 
deǀiaŶĐe aŶd soĐial ƌeaĐtioŶ, Ŷot a ͚pƌeŵise͛.  
Any plausibility the imperialistic claims of labelling theory had derived from the limited 
nature in practice of their empirical research. These tended to concentrate on marginal or 
exotic forms of deviance, which lend themselves to being seen as harmful or problematic 
11 
 
not intrinsically but primarily if not solely because of labelling: marijuana use, the bohemian 
subculture of jazz musicians (Becker 1963); ͚hustleƌs, ďeats aŶd otheƌs͛ (Polsky, 1967); 
͚Đƌiŵes ǁithout ǀiĐtiŵs͛ (Schur, 1965). An early critique castigated this pithily as the 
͚soĐiologǇ of Ŷuts, sluts aŶd ͞preǀeƌts͟ ;siĐͿ͛ ;Liazos ϭϵϳϮͿ.  
The laďelliŶg theoƌǇ pioŶeeƌs͛ focus on the dramatic and colourful made it much easier to 
ignore the harms done by some primary deviance. They concentrated on the creation of 
crime by the labelling activities of low-level control agents, reversing the moral assessments 
of criminal law and justice – as explicitly advocated by Becker in his call for criminologists to 
ask ͚Whose “ide Aƌe We OŶ?͛ ;ϭϵϲϳͿ. This not only neglected the harms done by some 
crime, but bracketed out its structural causes, and the structural determinants of control 
activity – law, culture, political economy, wider social patterns and institutions (as Gouldner 
aƌgued iŶ his ϭϵϲϴ ƌepost to BeĐkeƌ ͚The “oĐiologist As PaƌtisaŶ͛Ϳ. This critique stimulated 
the ŵoƌphiŶg of laďelliŶg theoƌǇ iŶto ŵoƌe politiĐallǇ ƌadiĐal foƌŵs of ͚Ŷeǁ ĐƌiŵiŶologǇ͛ aŶd 
͚deǀiaŶĐe theoƌǇ͛ iŶ the ϭϵϳϬs ;the Đoƌe ĐlassiĐs ǁeƌe Cohen 1971; Taylor, Walton and 
Young 1973;; as well as the seminal studies discussed extensively in this paper, Young 1971; 
Cohen 1972; Hall et al 1978). 
Labelling theory has had a huge impact, fundamentally shifting the criminological paradigm 
away from a taken for granted correctionalist stance, and stimulating a variety of forms of 
critical perspective. Much of its influence is now hidden, domesticated in the proliferating 
analyses of policing, media, and criminal justice. Although the sweeping claims of its 
originators are hard to sustain, its legacy lives on explicitly in contemporary cultural 
criminology and other qualitative and critical approaches. 
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